Salivary cortisol during opiate dependence and withdrawal.
Seventeen inpatients (14 men, three women) with opiate dependence and polysubstance misuse participated in a longitudinal study of salivary cortisol secretion during and after lofexidine detoxification treatment. Both opiate withdrawal symptoms and salivary cortisol were measured every morning for up to 25 days. Results were compared with a control group of 10 normal volunteers. There was an 80% reduction in withdrawal symptom severity between the first 12 days and the subsequent 12 days of treatment. Salivary cortisol fell from a mean of 22.3 nm/l over days 1-12 to 18.5 nm/l during days 13-25, a reduction of 17%. Salivary cortisol concentration correlated significantly with withdrawal symptom severity. Salivary cortisol levels remained significantly higher than controls for the duration of the study. The study supports a role for hypothalamo-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) activation in opiate withdrawal. The contribution of persistant dysregulation of the HPA, found in this study, to the vulnerability for relapse after abstinence has been achieved, is discussed.